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Why do you like the dark so much?
I like the dark because it changes our awareness of our own bodies completely, as well as
our relationship to place and to other people. It can bring a sense of freedom in privacy –
in the dark, it is harder for others to watch you, and so you might feel free to do
something you wouldn’t do under surveillance. It can also make us feel vulnerable
because we can’t assess everything around us, and again, no one is watching. Watching,
and light and darkness, can be intrusive or protective, or both. I love the way that our
visual focus, and the focus of our entire bodies, orients around light sources in dark
environments. Think of a movie theater. Or even a dark street with one streetlight. It
totally changes how people move through space.

Do you consider yourself a minimalist?
Not really. If only on aesthetic level, perhaps. My installations appear minimal, but
technically they are much more complex than they look. I don’t consider them minimalist
conceptually, because the goal isn’t to focus the attention of the viewer on a reduced
number of things, or to have them focus on form, purity, shape, or anything visually
abstract. My work is messy. It has a lot of open space, like the vague use of “I” and “you”
where the visitor can insert themselves, and many nonspecific expressions of emotion
where the visitor can insert their own specific experience. But bringing in your own
experience, especially to an installation of mine, doesn’t turn it into a coherent narrative,
or answer all the questions. It usually just brings up more. I feel very strongly that there
should be a lot of loose ends, and that things shouldn’t tie up neatly in a bow.

I think the range of possibilities also makes them messy as works, even more so than the
individual experience of any one visitor. Some people follow all the instructions in
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Otherwise, as well as they can, without hesitating. Others walk through cautiously. Some
come to an edge where they stop following, and back out. Others never engage, and
watch the potential experience – what could happen if they were to engage – unfold from
the sidelines. A few people become so upset about what happens inside the room that
they leave almost immediately.

What kind of reaction are you hoping for, in Otherwise, for example?
I’m not hoping for one in particular. I’m interested in all of them. Even the ones…

…even the ones who just up and leave?
Yes. I’m especially interested in those. I mean, if everyone did that, I don’t think that
would be interesting. But they are a small group, and in general there is a huge range of
reactions. The goal of Otherwise is to instigate some sort of relationship between the
disembodied, text-based voice and the visitor. And this is where things get sticky, when it
comes to the concept of consent. Because once you’ve come to the installation and
engaged with it at all – even just read the instructions on the outside wall – you are
reacting to that and a relationship between you and the work has been formed. Even if
you opt out of continuing it, you can’t unconsent to the relationship that has already
formed. It’s there. And that relationship is the work – the visitor’s experience of
connection between themselves and this strange, person-like thing. In some ways the
thing could be seen to represent me, and be my voice, but it’s actually something
different for everyone who engages with it, who forms their own relationship with it. The
work is made up of and is about interpersonal interaction.
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So, does it bother you that the concept of consent is somehow destroyed in the
work?
I don’t think it’s destroyed, but it’s certainly more complex than our freshmen college
required consent training would have us believe. You can always revoke consent to
continue engaging in something. You can always walk away from the work. But you can’t
really consent or not consent to being in relation to other things in the world. You are, and
that’s it. You exist in relation to what is around you, to the other people on the street. To
the cycles of maintenance and food production that sustain you, even if you are a shut in.
Even the revocation of consent characterizes a relation of some kind, even if it ends that
relation, that relation existed, and it had content.

Why do you think those people who just leave immediately are so upset?
I don’t know if they’re upset specifically, I’m just assuming that. I haven’t gotten to talk to
any of those people, but I have been told by others that have watched people react this
way. There are a few things in Otherwise that are potentially, I’ll say, difficult. One is the
implicit expectation that you will follow instructions. That upsets some people. The funny
thing is that I don’t have that expectation at all – in fact one of the other most interesting
responses for me is a group of people who don’t emotionally back away or get upset, they
just don’t follow the rules. They go in together instead of one at a time, they go in and
out, they watch others while inside. They dance around the text as it moves across the
room, instead of just following it. But some assume that I expect obedience, and that
might upset them.

I think the other main difficult thing is that the text is programmed to time itself to specific
body movements. Now these are the movements of a body that is following instructions –
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this piece isn’t sensor based, it doesn’t actually know where your body and gaze are in a
particular moment. But it knows where they might be, given the last set of instructions. So
it has the capacity to stay with you, in space and in time. That “freaks people out,” I’ve
been told. And I understand. Anything that is “too human” or “too real” can be unsettling,
especially in a technical form we aren’t familiar with.

The end of the piece asked people to get on the floor, and I know many who didn’t,
because they couldn’t, or they were afraid to get their clothes dirty. But the thing is, they
imagined doing it, before they made the choice not to. They formed a relationship to that
action, whether they did it or not. I don’t think the ones who stormed out did it because of
the floor though.

What do you imagine the voice to be the voice of, if not a human?
Again, I don’t. I’m interested in the space where people try to answer that question, what
this this thing is. Or if it’s clear to them how the installation works, what this voice is
supposed to be. What makes us feel that something is human, or like a human, or “too
human”? Or like us, in any way? Is it language? Is it that feeling of presence, of being with
us in time and space? That feeling that it can see us, just like we can see it? We ask these
questions of animals, Artificial Intelligences, ghosts, spirits, and other sorts of beings to
try to understand our relationship with them. Are the aliens like us?

In several of my installations, this question is central to whether the visitor will form a
relationship with the text-based voice. One strategy I use to initiate that connection is to
indicate presence, in the here and now. Another is to use the terms “I” and to address
them directly as “you.” If it’s not a piece for one person, and it’s not clear who I’m talking
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to, I’ve gone so far as to identify them by what kind of hat they’re wearing, to show them
that I see them in this exact moment and place, and that I am addressing them
individually.

In the older piece I’m referring to, called Hey You, , as well as in Piece for Two
Unprepared Performers, that question of how we identify something or someone as like
us is central. I’m interested in this is because I think this process by which we identify
likeness – whether a sense of something/someone being human, or a non-human entity
being “intelligent” or “conscious” – is central to our politics. De-humanizing is the
process of distancing a person or group from our vision of ourselves as human. It seems
to me that a lot of the same processes involved in the Turing test, where humans try to
distinguish a chatbot from a human being, are also involved in deciding whether
immigrants are worthy of care, whether poor people are poor because they’re lazy,
whether Black Americans are inherently dangerous, whether women are hysterical and
absurd (all this from a white cis-male male American citizen perspective). The empathy,
and particularly the lack of empathy, behind our national politics seems to be a lot about
refusing to see likeness in others.

How does that operate in Piece for Two Unprepared Performers?
This is the most explicitly political video installation I’ve made. It’s not even that explicit,
but it’s hard not to attach the rhetoric in it to specific political issues, as opposed to
personal ones that Otherwise brings up. It uses phrases like “go back where you came
from” “we don’t want you here” which bring up migration, but then transitions into “this is
our home” “It is my duty to protect it” and “you can’t just show, and expect us to walk
away” which sound more like a conversation about colonialism. It circles from implications
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of interpersonal violence, towards personal and spiritual space, and then into issues of
group identity as attached to place. But I’ve found that all of the things that this rhetoric
brings up are actually totally mediated by what is currently in the zeitgeist. So immigration
was what people brought up in conversation after I showed this piece at Hunter in April
2019, not colonialism. Several years later, that’s different, at least for some people. It also
depends on the audience.

But to return to the idea of deciding who counts as human, this work points towards a
general tone of politicized violence and aggression. It is about “you,” what “you” have
done to me, to us, the word “you” is used over and over in these tones that cycle
between anger, desperation, and dismissiveness. It’s not an easy piece to read.

What is the purpose of having the people who read from it be unprepared then?
Wouldn’t they do a better job if they were?
It’s not about them doing a good job. It’s actually mostly about them saying “I” and “you”
while another person is across from them, and trying in the moment to decide how
comfortable they are, or how they feel, about attaching themselves to that sentiment.
Even with the distance that “art” provides. These aren’t defined characters, and this isn’t
a script, so I think it’s harder for people to separate themselves and say, well that’s the
character saying that. There aren’t named people involved in this, just a bunch of “I”s and
“you”s, and two bodies that those pronouns sort of stick to in context. It makes you ask
yourself if you have ever felt these feelings – that xenophobia, or that fear, or that anger.
This piece doesn’t quite ask is this text thing like me? Instead it asks am I like it? And
then, because it’s not easy to do, everyone in the audience is having this sympathy
reaction. They are imagining how they would feel if they had to read it, in addition to just
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processing the text itself as they listen and read along. They’re seeing the discomfort,
and feeling it in their own bodies too.

Is shifting peoples’ political views a goal of this work? If so, why not specifically
refer to these issues instead of just suggesting them?
I guess it is. But not shifting peoples view of particular issues. Particular issues did inspire
this work, and people often ask if I’ve taken bits and pieces from the news, while just
removing the identifying information. I didn’t, I wrote it all from scratch. But I did write
from my own internalized sense of those rhetorical tones in our national conversation. I
think one of the things that I want from my work is for people to connect emotionally first,
and to think about the relevance of that feeling to larger issues second. The embodied
element of these works is super important for that. So is the vagueness. Have a feeling,
then attach it to reality, not the other way around.

Why?
Because when we see political art that announces itself as political art, we filter it into that
box – political art. It’s very hard to have your mind open at that point, whether the work
aligns with your beliefs or not. But politics are about emotions, about social feeling, about
the relationship between us other people, other places, other things, outside of ourselves.
People put guards up around explicit politics. But the funny thing is, when they come to
see art, they want to feel things. I really like the work of Hans Haacke for example. The
piece with the buildings.1 It’s so close to reality, and really once you’ve processed a bunch
of detail, you can have an emotional response to it. You can get angry at the people who

1

Hans Haacke’s 1971 piece Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real-Time Social System, as of May
1, 1971.
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let this happen, and feel for the people who were hurt by the purposeful plunge of New
York City into ruin. But you have to think about it first.

So I don’t want people to make up their mind about something before they’ve had a
chance ot engage with it emotionally. But it’s also that my interests are in the emotional
part, not in the particulars. I spent a lot of time learning to research and debate
particulars, and I’m actually quite good at it. I can be detail oriented, hyper-focused, and
fastidious. But I realized at a certain point that I couldn’t get to everything I wanted using
that way of working.

You’ve talked about the content of Piece for Two now, but everything about
Otherwise has really been about format. I want to ask you about two big pieces of
content in that work. One is the phrase that the voice asks visitors to repeat out
loud. The other is the ending.
Yes. You got it exactly. The setting up of the world, of the relationship, does a lot of the
work of this piece. But then once you have it, once you’ve decided how you will relate to
this thing and these instructions that are mostly about movement, ritual, and authority, it
refers to a few things outside that world. It brings in the phrase “I just want to have a
fucking life” first, which the visitor says aloud while on the “stage” under a “spotlight.”
The text to be read aloud is in huge letters, to distinguish it from the text the voice speaks
in.

When I first made this piece, couldn’t have explained this to you. I knew that it had
something to do with how I was feeling, but I was too embarrassed to get into it with
people or myself. I felt trapped, like I was in a performance even when no one was
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watching. I didn’t feel like I could have a life because I was always performing something,
always felt like someone was watching, like I could never relax. It’s anxiety, but a
particular kind of anxiety. The references to stage and theater in the installations are ways
of constructing that. I wanted it big, and I wanted people to say it, because I had a hard
time saying it.

The other thing you’re referring to, the ending, is also about this idea of being watched,
and judged, based on a performance of yourself. I ask the visitor to lay down on the floor
and pretty much curl up in a ball, facing the wall, and I ask them to cry. Then the wall
says, “otherwise, they won’t believe you.” I think this connects really directly with a lot of
people. It’s common, unfortunately – the feeling of having to perform trauma, or sadness,
or hopelessness, or vicitimhood, in order to have someone believe you and validate you
and your experience. People brought up sexual assault, mental health crisis, housing and
food insecurity, lots of things in response to it. But I also think that while it will hit on a
different specific experience for everyone, the work isn’t about any of those experiences.
It’s about that feeling, of watching yourself, tuning your behavior to the performance
other people will expect. Not because you want to fit their expectations, although the
whole performance concept can also point to that, but in this case specifically because
it’s the only way to effectively communicate. To have truth be seen, you have to lie. The
theater involved in truth, in belief, in expectations, in justice, in recounting experience of
any kind, is the subject there.

What’s been going on for the past two years? It’s now May 2021, and your show was
in April 2019. Can you tell us a little bit about what caused this delay?
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Ha. Yes. Well, part of the big stretch was Covid. And I actually got sick, sick enough to
not be able to do anything, for months. Even after I started feeling better, I still couldn’t
focus, couldn’t keep myself energized, for more months on top of that.

But I had already put off this project by the time the lockdown happened. I wanted to
finish a Curatorial Certificate, which is something you can add to your MFA, so I actually
needed to do one more semester of coursework after my thesis show. I could have put off
my thesis show too, until December 2019, but I wanted to graduate with my class, and
besides, I was ready to show. Fall 2019 was just supposed to be an art history class. But
that also meant I wouldn’t graduate until January 2020, so in theory, I didn’t have to finish
my thesis paper until then.

But I did all that rationalizing because I was stuck. I had written so much, so many
different starts to sections, free writing, starting with important quotes or ideas from
other sources, starting with particular elements of my own work. I just hated the voice I
was writing in. It was that expository, analytical, history paper voice. Maybe not quite that
bad, but it was a semi-detached, logical, argument-driven way of writing. Every time I
would read some of what I had done, I hated it. It felt totally inappropriate. This work was
all about voice, all about relationships, and the fact that I couldn’t’ figure out my
relationship to this, and to this voice, was really a problem for me. One of the things that
would happen is that the writing would come out incomprehensible, but sometimes it
would be clear, just very boring. I felt like by taking this work, these strategies I had come
up with to create embodied experience through text, and flattened them out into a linear
argument, I was ruining what I had done. I didn’t quite understand what I had stumbled
into, this new form, and I think I was afraid I would break it.
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I thought, very intellectually, about ideas of polyvocality, of experimental writing, and I
tried some of that too. But I knew I needed to actually explain the work somewhat,
because it’s very hard to understand what it is from the documentation – that’s the kind of
work it is. It’s experiential. I knew someone, someday, even if it was just an administrator,
would read it, who hadn’t seen the work. They might not even look at the videos, just the
pictures. How could they possibly understand what was going on?

So, I was caught between a desire to throw away any expectations of clarity or an
expository voice and the knowledge that I needed some of that for this to function as a
thesis paper. Every time I came back to it, both before Covid and after I had recovered
enough to think, I had the same problem. I don’t think I understood that it was really an
emotional problem, a problem of relation, and of fear, and not just an intellectual problem
of form.

How did you eventually figure it out?
I don’t know. I started talking to myself in my head about the work. I was trying to
organize ideas and forms, maybe come up with a way to do different types of voices in
different sections. But I had also been trying hard, both in this attempt and in my life, to
stop being in the future (worrying about outcomes) and stop being in the past (worrying
about how long it had been, what already hadn’t worked). I started to hear myself speak
in complete, though casual, sentences about certain elements of the work, but I was
talking to someone, not just to some ethereal third person omniscient zombie academic.
As I did this, it dawned on me that like my work, this couldn’t happen outside of some sort
of relation. There is the relation to the readers, of course, who will eventually read this,
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few though they may be. But there’s also the other person here, this audience, second
person, disembodied journalist, who is really interested, but makes me clarify when things
seem contradictory. This person I created cares about my experience of this interview,
not just the final result. I don’t do well alone, though I often am. I’m not in my work. In the
beginning, the work itself was the other. Now there are many others.
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